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G R E T C H E N  G A R N E R  
A r e  P o r t r a i t s  P o s s i b l e ?  
A m o n g  l i f e ' s  a b u n d a n t  m y s t e r i e s ,  f e w  a r e  m o r e  q u o t i d i a n  y e t  m o r e  p r o f o u n d  t h a n  
u n i q u e  p e r s o n a l i t y .  E v e r y o n e  w h o  l i v e s  i s  s i n g u l a r  - e v e n  i d e n t i c a l  t w i n s .  W h e t h e r  
o u r  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  a r e  g e n e t i c a l l y  d e t e r m i n e d  o r  e n v i r o n m e n t a l l y  f o r m e d  o r ,  w h a t  i s  
m o s t  l i k e l y ,  a  c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  t w o ,  e a c h  i n d i v i d u a l  i s  s t i l l  p r e c i s e l y  t h a t ,  a n  i n -
d i v i d u a l .  
S t u d e n t s  o f  c u l t u r e  c o m e  t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h e  d e e p e r  t h e y  d i g  t h e  m o r e  t h e y  f e e l  t h i s  
m y s t e r y ,  t h a t  t o  e n c o u n t e r  a  g r e a t  w o r k  i s  a s  m u c h  t o  m e e t  a  s t r o n g  p e r s o n a l i t y  a s  
i t  i s  t o  s a v o r  i d e a s  o r  a e s t h e t i c  q u a l i t i e s .  C e r t a i n  w o r k s  o f  a r t  d o u b l e  t h a t  e x p e r i e n c e  
b y  t a k i n g  i n d i v i d u a l s  a s  t h e i r  v e r y  s u b j e c t s .  I n  t h e s e  w o r k s  - b i o g r a p h i e s  a n d  p o r -
t r a i t s  - w e  h a v e  a  d o u b l e  e n c o u n t e r ,  a s  i t  w e r e ,  b o t h  w i t h  t h e  a r t i s t  a n d  w i t h  t h e  s u b j e c t .  
L o n g  b e f o r e  I  b e c a m e  a  p h o t o g r a p h e r ,  I  l o v e d  t o  l o o k  a t  p i c t u r e s  o f  p e o p l e .  M y  
w e l l - w o r n  p i c t u r e  b o o k s  w e r e  a  c h i e f  j o y  o f  c h i l d h o o d ,  a n d  n o w  I  a m  t h e  k i n d  o f  
n o v e l  r e a d e r  w h o  f l i p s  f r e q u e n t l y  t o  t h e  a u t h o r ' s  i m a g e  o n  t h e  d u s t  j a c k e t .  E d w a r d  
S t e i c h e n ' s  T h e  F a m i l y  o f  M a n  w a s  t h e  b o o k  t h a t  d r e w  m e  t o  p h o t o g r a p h y  i n  m y  t e e n a g e  
y e a r s  i n  t h e  l a t e  1 9 5 0 s .  I n  t h a t  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  p h o t o g r a p h s  o f  t h e  w o r l d ' s  p e o p l e  I  f o u n d  
h o u r s  o f  p l e a s u r e ,  y e t  e v e n  t h e n  I  s u s p e c t e d  t h a t  t h e  m e a n i n g  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l s  p i c -
t u r e d  m a y  w e l l  h a v e  b e e n  d i s t o r t e d  b y  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h e r .  T h e  q u e s t i o n  I  a s k e d  m y -
s e l f ,  c o n t e m p l a t i n g ,  s a y ,  a n  A f r i c a n  l a b o r e r  o r  a  L a p l a n d  c h i l d  p i c t u r e d  i n  t h i s  b o o k ,  
w a s  " W h a t  w a s  t h i s  p e r s o n  r e a l l y  t h i n k i n g ? "  I  d i d n ' t  k n o w  e n o u g h  t h e n  t o  s e n s e  t h a t  
t h e  c u r a t o r  m i g h t  h a v e  v i o l a t e d  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h e r ' s  m e a n i n g  ( a  c r i t i c i s m  l e v e l e d  a t  
T h e  F a m i l y  o f  M a n  b y  H i l t o n  K r a m e r ,  a m o n g  o t h e r s ) ,  b u t  I  c e r t a i n l y  k n e w  t h a t  t h e  
s u b j e c t ' s  o w n  t r u t h  c o u l d  b e  b e n t  t o  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h e r ' s  p u r p o s e s .  S o  a s  m u c h  a s  
I  w a s  d r a w n  t o  t h o s e  p h o t o g r a p h s ,  I  s e n s e d  s o m e t h i n g  p r o b l e m a t i c  i n  d e p i c t i n g  a n o t h e r  
p e r s o n  f r o m  t h e  v e r y  b e g i n n i n g .  A s  a  p h o t o g r a p h e r ,  i t  w a s  n o t  u n t i l  1 9 8 3  t h a t  I  b e -
g a n  m a k i n g  p o r t r a i t s  i n  e a r n e s t ,  f o r  t h e  m o s t  p a r t  b e c a u s e  I  h a d  n o t  b e e n  a b l e  t o  
r e s o l v e  t h i s  p r o b l e m  f o r  m y s e l f .  T h e  q u e s t i o n  t h a t  b e g i n s  t h i s  e s s a y  ( " A r e  p o r t r a i t s  
p o s s i b l e ? " )  i s  f o r  m e  m u c h  m o r e  t h a n  r h e t o r i c a l .  I n d e e d ,  t h e  w o r k  I  h a v e  d o n e  i n  
p o r t r a i t u r e  h a s  b e e n  a  c o n s t a n t  e f f o r t  t o  m a k e  p o r t r a i t s  p o s s i b l e  f o r  m y s e l f  a n d  t o  
e v a d e  t h e  m a n y  l a n d m i n e s  p l a n t e d  a r o u n d  t h e m .  
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A definition might be useful here. For me, a portrait is an image that carries as 
its primary content something true and significant about the character of the sub-
ject. This sounds simple, but it is not. Most pictures of people are not portraits at 
all, of course, and even many commonly called portraits don't measure up to this 
definition. Either their main content is an idea (like virtue, beauty, or power) or else 
they are mere likenesses, often somewhat false in the interest of flattery. Others are 
just an excuse for the exercise of the artist's style or obsessions. Further, many of them 
touch only superficially on the particularity of the subject. This word is key, for it 
is uniqueness, the particularity of the character, that must be expressed in a portrait. 
The integrity of the portrait (though not necessarily its excellence as a work of art, 
but that is a topic for another day) can be measured by its respect for the integrity 
of the subject. 
What are some of the landmines that lie in the portraitist's path? The first is the 
issue of flattery, that is, falseness in service of the subject's ego or delusions. This is 
the stock-in-trade, we might say, of a commercial portraitist. For the independent ar-
tist it should not be a problem, yet because photographers usually like or admire their 
subjects, problems of friendship and courtesy can cause self censoring for the sake 
of flattery. 
A second problem is time. Life is never-ending change. Time is the river we travel 
and the body the vessel that takes us downstream, a vehicle that changes as we go. 
A still image, or even a series of stills, necessarily violates that sense of time by isolat-
ing one moment in the constant flow. 
Then there is the problem of the inner life. The body, of course, is the way we 
identify another. We experience the world through our senses, and certainly the body 
determines character formation to a degree. Yet the body is a mere envelope hiding 
something more important but unseen. It seems to me that the inner person is the 
core person. How can one get inside? To the mind, the memories, the patterns of 
thought. Pictures must deal in visible substance, yet much of what one wants to com-
municate is not directly visible. 
Another obstacle is the issue of the "other?' Except for self-portraits, portraits are 
made by someone other than the subject. How does the subject's integrity or per-
sonal truth survive the artist's directive power? How can the artist understand enough 
to depict another? Can the artist truly cross the barrier? The question of the other 
also surfaces in the communication from the artist to the viewer. Can a mute image 
carry meaning between artist and viewer? If one accepts the presently fashionable 
notion that art is always mostly about other art, and that pictures can never be ana-
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l y z e d  b e y o n d  t h e i r  s t r u c t u r e ,  t h e i r  " l a n g u a g e  s y s t e m ; '  t h e n  a l l  t h e  v i e w e r  c a n  h o p e  
t o  d o  i s  f i g u r e  o u t  t h i s  s t r u c t u r e .  S o m e h o w  t h a t  d o e s n ' t  s e e m  w o r t h  t h e  e f f o r t ;  I  h o p e  
t h a t  p i c t u r e s  c a n  c a r r y  g r e a t e r  m e a n i n g .  I  w a n t  t o  s a y  s o m e t h i n g  i n  m y  p o r t r a i t s ,  a n d  
i t  i s  n o t  a b o u t  p i c t u r e  m a k i n g .  R a t h e r ,  m y  g o a l  i s  t o  u n d e r s t a n d ,  t o  e m p a t h i z e  w i t h  
m y  s u b j e c t s  e n o u g h  s o  t h a t  w h e n  y o u  l o o k  a t  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h  y o u  a r e  n o t  o n l y  c o m -
m u n i c a t i n g  w i t h  m e  ( a n d  o f  c o u r s e  y o u  a r e ) ,  b u t  y o u  a r e  a l s o  t o u c h i n g  a n d  k n o w i n g  
s o m e t h i n g  t r u e  a b o u t  t h e  p e r s o n  p i c t u r e d  b e f o r e  y o u .  
A n d  w h o  m a y  t h i s  p e r s o n  b e ?  J u s t  w h o  i s  w o r t h y  o f  b e i n g  p o r t r a y e d ?  I n  t h e  l o n g  
t r a d i t i o n  o f  p o r t r a i t u r e ,  m a i n l y  i t  h a s  b e e n  t h e  r i c h ,  t h e  h a n d s o m e  a n d  t h e  p o w e r f u l  
w h o  h a v e  b e e n  s u b j e c t s .  P e r h a p s  t h i s  w i l l  a l w a y s  b e  t r u e ,  a n d  c h a n g e s  h a v e  h a p p e n e d  
o n l y  w h e n  a  n e w  g r o u p  h a s  b e e n  s e e n  a s  h a v i n g  t h e s e  q u a l i t i e s .  A r t i s t s  r e f l e c t  v a l u e s  
b u t  t h e y  p l a y  a  p a r t  i n  c h a n g i n g  t h e m  t o o .  A  c o m m i s s i o n e d  p o r t r a i t  s u b s t a n t i a t e s  
t h e  e m i n e n c e  o f  i t s  s u b j e c t ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e  a r t i s t  d o e s n ' t  a s s i g n  t h a t  m e a n i n g ;  b u t  b y  
s e l e c t i n g  a  s u b j e c t  t h e  i n d e p e n d e n t  a r t i s t  i s  i m p l y i n g ,  " L o o k  - t h i s  p e r s o n  i s  i m p o r -
t a n t : '  I n d e e d ,  o n e  o f  t h e  f o r c e s  d r i v i n g  m y  p o r t r a i t  w o r k  h a s  b e e n  t h e  g r e a t  a f f e c t i o n  
L o r a d o  T a f t ,  " T h e  F o u n t a i n  o f  t h e  G r e a t  
L a k e s , "  1 9 1 3  
A r t  I n s t i t u t e  o f  C h i c a g o .  
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and respect I have for my subjects, most of them belonging to a subgroup our culture 
has seldom found picture worthy, middle-aged women. My subjects are not famous 
or public people, though you may recognize an artist or two. They are instead people 
whose lives are meaningful and beautiful to me. Through portraying them I am declar-
ing their importance. 
There is one more, final problem: to question my own urge to make portraits which 
then become satisfying aesthetic objects to me and, perhaps equally important, be-
long to me. (Although I do give a copy of each portrait to the subject, I keep one 
for myself too.) Is it possible to aestheticize another's life, and then claim the object 
as one's own? I hope so, but I'm not always sure. 
This then is the minefield I have gingerly trod, and what follows are the stepping 
stones that have given solid footing so far. Among them are a decision to use deliber-
ately posed (instead of "caught") photographs, attention to gesture, facial expression 
and handwriting, and the use of the subject's personal mementoes. In Annie Dil-
lard's wonderful phrase, this has required "teaching a stone to talk:' Through strate-
gies of composition (convoluted or spare, for example) or tone (dark or light), I have 
tried to suggest qualities of mind not directly visible. Most important has been the 
process of collaboration - involving my subject directly and extensively in the crea-
tion of the portrait. More than anything this has allowed me to come very close to 
my subjects. In the end, I take responsibility (and credit) for the images, but without 
that collaborative process they would not exist. 
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" O n l y  a  L i t t l e  W h i l e , "  f r o m  V a n i t a s ,  1 9 8 0  
A s  a  y o u n g  p h o t o g r a p h e r ,  p u r s u i n g  a  m e d i u m  t h a t  d i s p o s e s  i t s e l f  w e l l  t o  t h a t  e n d ,  
m y  p i c t u r e s  w e r e  l a r g e l y  a  r e c o r d  o f  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  t h e  w o r l d ,  n o t  s t r o n g l y  i n t e r p r e -
t i v e  b u t  r a t h e r  f u l l  o f  a d m i r a t i o n .  I n  s i m p l e r  w o r d s ,  I  p h o t o g r a p h e d  w h a t  s e e m e d  b e a u -
t i f u l  i n  t e r m s  o f  f o r m ,  t e x t u r e ,  a n d  l i g h t .  A s  f o r  t h e  c o m p o s i t i o n  o f  m y  p i c t u r e s ,  t h e y  
r e c a l l e d  t h e  f o r m  o f  o t h e r  p i c t u r e s  I  f o u n d  e s p e c i a l l y  m o v i n g .  T h u s  d i d  I  b e g i n  m y  
w o r k ,  s l o w l y  t o o ,  a s  i t  w a s  w i t h o u t  a  p h o t o g r a p h i c  t e a c h e r .  B y  t h e  t i m e  I  e n t e r e d  g r a d u -
a t e  s c h o o l  i n  1 9 7 3  I  c o u l d  c o m p o s e  a n d  p r i n t ;  t e c h n i q u e  w a s  n o t  t h e  p r o b l e m  a n y -
m o r e .  M e a n i n g  w a s  t h e  p r o b l e m .  A r m e d  w i t h  a  d e g r e e  i n  a r t  h i s t o r y  a n d  a  f e w  y e a r s '  
e x p e r i e n c e  i n  p u b l i s h i n g  a s  a  p i c t u r e  e d i t o r ,  I  w a s  o l d e r  t h a n  t h e  o t h e r  M F A  s t u d e n t s .  
A t t a c h e d  a s  I  w a s  i n  s e n t i m e n t  t o  t h e  m a r v e l l o u s  w o r k  o f  m a n y  w h o  h a d  g o n e  b e -
f o r e ,  I  w a s  l o a t h e  t o  a b a n d o n  t r a d i t i o n a l  g e n r e s  t o  f o l l o w  t h e  t h e n - f a s h i o n a b l e  t r e n d s  
o f  " m a n i p u l a t e d  i m a g e r y "  o r  " s p a c e - a n d - t i m e "  a s  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r .  N o w  t h a t  m a n i p u -
l a t e d  i m a g e r y  o f  s p a c e - a n d - t i m e  h a s  r a t h e r  f a d e d  f r o m  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h i c  h o r i z o n  ( t h a t  
t o o  i s  a  t o p i c  f o r  a n o t h e r  d a y ) .  I  a m  n o t  s o r r y  f o r  t h e  d e c i s i o n .  Y e t  m e a n i n g  w a s  s t i l l  
t h e  p r o b l e m ,  a n d  w i t h  t h e  a c c u m u l a t i o n  o f  y e a r s  i t  h a d  b e c o m e  m o r e  p r e s s i n g ;  t h e r e  
w a s  a n  i n c r e a s i n g  n e e d  t o  d e a l  w i t h  e x p e r i e n c e  i n  m y  p h o t o g r a p h s .  
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"Portrait of Elizabeth O ckwell ," 1983 
During the early 1970s I had become interested in public sculpture in Chicago. One 
sculptor in particular, Lorado Taft, drew me to him. Taft lived and worked in Chicago 
from 1886 to 1936, and he wrote the first (and still useful) history of American sculp-
ture. Taft was at the tail end of the beaux-arts movement and participated, with the 
better known Augustus St.-Gaudens, in decorating the buildings at the Columbian 
Exposition in 1892. Because he was little recognized for his many public works around 
the state, I decided to document them. An exhibition, Lorado Taft in Illinois, resulted 
and toured for three years under the auspices of the Illinois Arts Council. Photograph-
ing Taft's work taught me a great deal about the expressive power of the human body, 
for Taft used body gesture to portray not only sentiment, but also ideas ("Fountain 
of Time" and "Solitude of the Soul"') and even geography. His "Fountain of the Great 
Lakes" (Figure 1), in front of the Art Institute of Chicago, uses five women as sym-
bols of the lakes, each pouring water into a shell-basin held by the figure below-
from Lake Superior to Lake Ontario. Without consciously recognizing the connec-
tion (now I see it, then I did not), at the same time I was making little book-sequences 
about my own life, in which I acted with symbolic gestures and used environmental 
motifs in a symbolic way (Figure 2). 
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" P o r t r a i t  o f  J o y c e  B r o d s k y , "  1 9 8 3  
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From other photographers I was learning at the same time much that would even-
tually find its way into my portraits as well. From Wright Morris, the use of the familiar 
environment to tell about a life2• From Arnold Newman, the use of style and compo-
sition to express character (particularly for artists). From Wendy MacNeil, a visual 
sense of a long life in her combinations of documents and attention to facial 
topography3• From Abigail Heyman, a heightened sense of the experience of becom-
ing a woman. A growing interest in Dutch art of the 17th century, those still-lifes 
of sensual objects that are at the same time highly symbolic, taught me much about 
objects as carriers of meaning. In vanitas still-lifes in particular I found a cornucopia 
of nourishment. These pictures - meditations on loss using symbols like skulls, over-
turned wineglasses, guttering candles and bubbles about to burst, often including a 
text - seemed especially meaningful as I felt my life reach its mid-point. 
And so it was that in 1980 I produced a portfolio of still-lifes entitled Vanitas (Figure 
3). Each of the ten photographs was a meditation on loss or change, including a favorite 
text and personal mementoes. My urge was to resolve certain mid-life issues and at 
the same time to pay homage and participate in a venerable still-life tradition. Only 
after the project was completed (and I had been engaged in landscape work for a cou-
ple of years) did it dawn on me that Vanitas was actually an extended self-portrait, 
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a n d  m o s t  e s p e c i a l l y  a  p o r t r a i t  o f  m y  m i n d .  O n c e  r e a l i z e d ,  I  b e c a m e  e a g e r  t o  a p p l y  
t h e  s a m e  k i n d s  o f  s t r a t e g i e s  t o  o t h e r  s u b j e c t s ,  t o  s e e  i f  I  c o u l d  d e s c r i b e  t h e i r  l i v e s  t o o ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e i r  i n n e r - l i v e s .  T h e s e  w o u l d  b e  t h e  f i r s t  p o r t r a i t s  I  h a d  e v e r  s e r i o u s l y  
a t t e m p t e d .  
F r o m  t h e  s t a r t  I  d e t e r m i n e d  t o  u s e  b o t h  a  s t i l l - l i f e  ( f o r  a  s e n s e  o f  m e n t a l  l i f e  a n d  
m e m o r y )  a l o n g  w i t h  a  f u l l - l e n g t h  p h o t o g r a p h  o f  t h e  s u b j e c t .  M y  a m b i t i o n  f o r  t h i s  
w o r k  w a s  g r e a t :  t o  u n i t e  t h e  p r e s e n t  w i t h  t h e  p a s t ,  t h e  b o d y  w i t h  t h e  m i n d ,  a n d  t o  
m a k e  i m a g e s  t h a t  w o u l d  b e  h o n e s t  d o c u m e n t s  o f  r e a l  w o m e n ' s  l i v e s  ( t h i s  w a s  t h e  r e a -
s o n  I  a s k e d  t h e  s u b j e c t s  t o  d r e s s  i n  e v e r y d a y  c l o t h e s  f o r  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h s . )  E a c h  s u b -
j e c t  w a s  a s k e d  t o  a c c u m u l a t e  o b j e c t s  o r  t e x t s  o f  s p e c i a l  m e a n i n g  a n d  t h e n  e x p l a i n  
t h e m  t o  m e .  I  w o u l d  l a t e r  s e l e c t  a m o n g  t h e m ,  a r r a n g e  t h e m  a n d  i n  t h e  a r r a n g e m e n t  
w o u l d  t r y  t o  c o m m u n i c a t e  a  q u a l i t y  o f  m i n d .  B e c a u s e  I  b e l i e v e  o u r  m i n d s  a r e  m o r e  
v a r i o u s  t h a n  o u r  b o d i e s ,  t h e  s t i l l - l i f e s  w o u l d  d i f f e r  m o r e  t h a n  t h e  s h o t s  o f  t h e  p e r -
" P o r t r a i t  o f  E l e a n o r  H o v d a , "  1 9 8 5  
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sons. They would be the larger of the two images as well, reflecting a scale for the 
inner life that encompasses and subsumes the physical life (Figure 4). 
Often my requests for standing poses were met with initial dismay by my subjects. 
It's awkward enough to be before the camera, but to have to present one's whole body 
seemed a bit much! There was a reason for them, though: I wanted consciously to 
break the tradition of the woman subject in a seated or languid pose and to use the 
standing pose instead, which bespeaks action, wholeness and strength. Through the 
stark, almost clinical, presentation I hoped to avoid falsifying anything about the sub-
ject. Gesture was revealed naturally in conversation during the shooting session. Some-
where on each roll of film appeared the gesture that spoke to me about each individual. 
Engaging the subject with me during the shooting produced the direct gaze that pro-
vides the strongest link between the viewer and the subject. The particular full-length 
shot, like the arrangement of the still life, was my decision. As a final touch, I asked 
"Portrait of Geri Michelli," 1986 
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" P o r t r a i t  o f  J u d i t h  R o o d e , "  1 9 8 7  
e a c h  o f  m y  s u b j e c t s  t o  a d d  h e r  s i g n a t u r e  t o  h e r  i m a g e .  
A f t e r  w o r k i n g  o n  t h e s e  p o r t r a i t s  f o r  s e v e r a l  m o n t h s  i n  1 9 8 3 ,  I  a t t e n d e d  a  s u m m e r  
s e m i n a r  o n  p o r t r a i t s  a t  C o l u m b i a  U n i v e r s i t y ,  s p o n s o r e d  b y  t h e  N a t i o n a l  E n d o w m e n t  
f o r  t h e  H u m a n i t i e s .  M a k i n g  p o r t r a i t s  o f  m y  f e l l o w s  i n  t h e  s e m i n a r  g a v e  m e  t h e  c h a n c e  
t o  t r y  s o m e t h i n g  n e w .  E v e r y o n e  w a s  f a r  f r o m  h o m e ,  s o  m e m e n t o e s  w e r e  n o t  a v a i l a -
b l e .  I n s t e a d  I  a s k e d  m y  s u b j e c t s  t o  c o l l a b o r a t e  w i t h  m e  b y  c h o o s i n g  a  l o c a t i o n  i n  N e w  
Y o r k  t h a t  t h e y  f e l t  w a s  m o s t  e x p r e s s i v e ,  a n d  t o  w r i t e  a  s t a t e m e n t  a b o u t  t h e m s e l v e s  
t o  b e c o m e  p a r t  o f  t h e  f i n i s h e d  p o r t r a i t .  A f t e r  w o r k i n g  e x c l u s i v e l y  i n  t h e  s t u d i o  f o r  
m o n t h s ,  i t  w a s  a  p l e a s u r e  t o  b e  o u t  o n  t h e  s t r e e t  a g a i n ,  a n d  s i x t e e n  o f  t h e s e  p o r t r a i t s  
w e r e  c o m p l e t e d  ( F i g u r e  5 ) .  
D u r i n g  t h e  s a m e  s u m m e r ,  I  e n c o u n t e r e d  S v e t l a n a  A l p e r s '  w o n d e r f u l  b o o k ,  T h e  A r t  
o f  D e s c r i b i n g .  W r i t i n g  a b o u t  D u t c h  a r t  o f  t h e  1 7 t h  c e n t u r y ,  s h e  a r t i c u l a t e d  c l e a r l y  s o m e -
t h i n g  I  h a d  b e e n  g r o p i n g  f o r  i n t u i t i v e l y  - t h a t  i s ,  d e s c r i p t i v e  a r t  a s  a  w a y  o f  k n o w -
i n g .  A l p e r s '  b a s i c  a r g u m e n t  i s  t h a t  t h i s  a r t  d i d  n o t  h a v e  a  h i d d e n  a g e n d a ,  a  s e c r e t  
s y m b o l i s m  a s  E r w i n  P a n o f s k y  a n d  o t h e r s  h a d  a r g u e d .  I n s t e a d  i t  w a s  v e r y  c l o s e  t o  
t h e  s c i e n c e  o f  i t s  d a y ,  d e v o t e d  t o  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r i t y  o f  p h y s i c a l  o b j e c t s  a n d  t o  v e r y  d i r e c t ,  
n o t  h i d d e n ,  m e a n i n g s ,  " N o r t h e r n  i m a g e s ; '  s h e  w r o t e ,  " d o  n o t  d i s g u i s e  m e a n i n g  o r  
h i d e  i t  b e n e a t h  t h e  s u r f a c e  b u t  r a t h e r  s h o w  t h a t  m e a n i n g  b y  i t s  v e r y  n a t u r e  i s  l o d g e d  
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in what the eye can take in-however deceptive that may be" (xxiv). It occurred to 
me why a photographer like myself had been drawn to this art when I read, "In Hol-
land the visual culture was central to the life of the society. One might say that the 
eye was a central means of self-representation and visual experience a central mode 
of self-consciousness" (xxv). 
On the cover of Alpers' book was reproduced a self-portrait by David Bailly (dated 
1651) (Figure 6), a picture that remains for me a model of the incredible range of meaning 
possible in one picture through description and clear association. No secrets or pri-
vate allusions hide from a careful viewer here. Ideas are expressed through clear, if 
symbolic, associations. Bailly presents himself not as the young painter with the maul-
stick, but rather as the older man in the oval frame held by the young man - in 
other words, this is a legacy picture, made for his young protege. On the table is an 
array of objects that is a veritable dictionary of themes in Dutch still-life paintings 
(part of the legacy, no doubt, given to the young man). The roses, pipe, glass of beer, 
coins, and pearls tell of the pleasures of this life and the senses. The flute, pictures, 
sculpture. and book tell of the arts. Finally, here is also the vanitas theme: the skull, 
snuffed candle, empty wineglass and transparent bubbles remind us of life's brevity 
and vanity. 
Wondering as I had whether the meaning in my portraits was truly communicable, 
Alpers' argument assured me that description suffices to communicate meaning. Perhaps 
not all the private associations of the still-life objects are clearly revealed, but within 
the objects, the gestures, and the arrangements themselves resides a natural meaning 
that can provide a link between subject/artist/viewer. 
After another year of making the still-life portraits (Figure 7), I left Chicago for 
Minnesota. The move provided an impetus for change, change that was welcome and 
needed because a certain formulaic ease had crept into the work. In the portraits made 
since then I have tried to devise a unique format for each subject, a strategy that 
has slowed my production but satisfied me because of the challenge and variety of 
problems. To portray a new-music composer who sees herself as "an asymmetrical 
person in a symmetrical world;' I placed her eccentrically on the floor of a classically 
regular room. The odd sources of her music are suggested by the birds that seem to 
be entering the window and the music notation printed on the floor (Figure 8). For 
a photographer whose images are hand-colored, I showed only her face and her pen-
cils in color, as she works on one of her images. To portray a film-historian moving 
regretfully away from Minnesota, I collaged a cinematic sequence of images over a 
long panoramic view of the Lake Superior shore. For an artist whose chief interests 
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a r e  f l y - f i s h i n g  a n d  C a t h o l i c  s y m b o l i s m  ( t h e  t i t l e  o f  a  r e c e n t  e x h i b i t i o n  o f  h e r  h u m o r o u s  
i c o n s  w a s  " S a i n t s  a n d  W a l l e y e s " ) ,  I  p l a c e d  h e r  i n  h e r  i c o n - s h a p e d  b e d r o o m  w i n d o w  
d e c o r a t e d  b y  h e r  m e m o r a b i l i a  ( F i g u r e  9 ) .  F i n a l l y ,  I  p r o d u c e d  a  s t a r k  b l a c k - a n d - w h i t e  
m u l t i p l e  i m a g e  o f  a n  a r t i s t  w h o s e  b o l d  c h a r c o a l  d r a w i n g s  o f  d o u b l e  f i g u r e s  a r e  r e a l l y  
i m a g e s  a b o u t  h e r s e l f  ( F i g u r e  1 0 ) .  M o s t  i m p o r t a n t  i n  a l l  o f  t h e m  i s  t h e  u n i q u e n e s s  
o f  e a c h  p o r t r a i t ,  e c h o i n g  t h e  s i n g u l a r i t y  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  s u b j e c t .  T h i s  r e m a i n s  t h e  
d e e p  m y s t e r y  t h a t  i s  m y  r e a l  t h e m e  a s  a  m a k e r  o f  p o r t r a i t s .  
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t u d e  o f  t h e  S o u l ; '  1 9 0 1 ,  i s  i n  t h e  A r t  I n s t i t u t e  o f  C h i c a g o .  
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